Native tone language speakers were presented with speech materials in their language produced by non-native speakers. The speech materials are streams selected according to their acoustic characteristics. They were made out of monosyllabic words, disyllabic words and polysyllabic short sentences in spoken Mandarin. Participants were required to recognize the speeches in as short time as possible. Results revealed that the minimal time needed to identify the speech is longer for monosyllabic sequences, suggesting that ambiguities reside mostly in the lexical tone level. The ambiguity due to tone perception decreases when the segmented speech events increase. Although it contributes to word meaning, pitch perception is less important in a polysyllables group of words or sentence processing than in monosyllabic word identification. We will also present some applications of these findings.

